The economy of the Russian Empire
before and during the Great War
through the prism of Russian and

foreign historiography

Marina Balakhonskaia




——

Lod AMBNb s B b

On Palace Square at the moment of proclamation of the
manifesto on Russia's entry into the war
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Declaration of War

Source: The project ‘History of Russia in Photos’



https://russiainphoto.ru/search/photo/years-1840-1999/?page=1&query=%D0%BF%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%B2%D0%B0%D1%8F+%D0%BC%D0%B8%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B0%D1%8F+%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%B9%D0%BD%D0%B0+%D1%81%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%BA%D1%82-%D0%BF%D0%B5%D1%82%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%B1%D1%83%D1%80%D0%B3&index=5&paginate_page=1

The War in the back of the Revolution

Imperialist war is the eve of socialist revolution. And this not only because war, by its
horrors, gives rise to proletarian revolt — no revolt will create socialism unless it is economically
mature — but because state-monopoly capitalism is the tullest material preparation for socialism, is
its precursor, is that rung of the historical ladder between which (the rung) and the rung, called
socialism, there are no intermediate steps.

V. l. Lenin "The Impending Catastrophe and How to Combat It (September, 1917)

MMnepuanucrckass BOMHA €CTb KAHYH COLMASNIMCTUYECKOM peBosoumu. M 310 He Tonbko
NOTOMY, 4YTO BOMHA CBOMMM YXXACOMKU MNOPOXAAET NPOMAETAPCKOE BOCCTAOHME, — HMKOAKOE
BOCCTOHME HE CO3Q0CT COUMANM3MA, €CM OH HE CO3pen 3KOHOMMYECKM, — a MNOTOMy, 4TO
rOCyLAPCTBEHHO-MOHOMNOAUCTUHECKMM KAMUTANU3M €CTb MOSHENLLAS MATEPUANBbHAA MOArOTOBKA
coumManuama, ectb npeaaBepme ero, eCtb Ta CTYNeHbKA UCTOPMUYECKOM NTECTHMLUbI, MEXIY KOTOPOM
(cTyneHbkoi) u cTyneHbkoM, HA3bIBAEMOM COLMANTM3MOM, HUKAKMX MPOMEXYTOYHbIX CTYNEHEH HET.

B. UN. Jlenunn "lpossawas katactpoda u kak ¢ Hen bopoTtbea” (CeHtabps, 1917)



The War as a way of legitimising the Bolshevik regime

Famine and "tamine export”: a historiographical myth

Myth: Allegedly, the Russian Empire continued to export grain and
bread abroad during World War |, even though the Russian
population was starving.

Recently, the opposite has been proven.

Firstly, by counting all bread transportations and recalculating
those data that were published in Soviet times.

Secondly, an important discovery about ‘semantic inflation” was
made. We often find the word ‘tamine’ in First World War sources.
It turned out that in the past the word ‘famine’ often referred to a
shortage of some commodity, but by no means to a complete lack
of it, leading to great loss of life.

Prokudin-Gorsky S.M. ‘Lunch at the mowing field’. July
1909. The Sheksna bank near Cherepovets



A New Turn in Historiography

Peter Holquist, "Making War, Forging Revolution: Russia's Continuum of Crisis, 1914-1921"

(2002
Peter Gatrell, "Russia’s First World War: A Social and Economic History" {2005)

Dominic Lieven, "Towards the Flame: Empire, War and the End of Tsarist Russia” (2015)
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"Making War, Forging Revolution: Russia's Continuum of
Crisis, 1914-1921” by Peter Holquist

In «Making War, Forging Revolution», Holquist focuses on how the war radically changed the Russian
economy by forcing the government to centralise management and mobilise resources.

He argues that the failure of the state to effectively mobilise the economy and rationally allocate
resources (!} played a key role in undermining both the economy and the legitimacy of the government. In the face
of a war that was initially expected to end in a short time, the economic system could not withstand the pressure.

Source: P. Berlin "War and economic life" (1915)

«The war revealed the extraordinary endurance of the economic
organism of all countries. But this economic organism proved the more
enduring, the stronger, the more branched out and the more solid was its
social organisation. Organisation has discovered wonders in this war. It
redoubled the existing economic forces of the country and called new ones
to life. It created something out of nothing, realised alchemical dreams,
created new nutritional values, substituted some products for others.

Conversely, the lack of organisation, the atomisation of the country, the
rudimentary development of social organisations prevented the use of the
existing enormous economic possibilities and advantages. But everywhere,
however, the economic organism managed to withstand a year of
unprecedented world war and nowhere have the economic and financial
forces been undermined».



"Russia’s First World War: A Social and Economic History”
by Peter Gatrell

Gatrell shows that food problems in the cities were caused not only by shortages but also by disrupted
transport systems and administrative errors in distribution. The central problem, he argues, was the inability of
the authorities to organise efticient logistics in a war situation.

«Even in peacetime our railway network did not cope well with
the timely and rapid distribution of products over the face of the
whole earth.The notorious deposits were an annual evil in the
realisation of the harvest, and at the worst times of bread transport
high mountains of grain would grow up at the hub stations and the
shippers would wait impatiently for long weeks for their turn».

«For their movement the wagons with cargoes required
abundant lubrication with bribes. And it is no secret that the
wagons were driven by bribes. There were even special experts of
this business, ‘pushers’, who established a kind of taxation».

Source: P. Berlin "War and economic life" (1915)



"The Cattle-Dealers” by A. P. Chekhov (originally, "The Cold Blood", Russian: XonoaHas
KPOBb)

The old man Malakhin, accompanied by his rather useless son Yasha, makes a journey to Saint Petersburg in a
freight train with the view of selling his cattle. Everybody around is bent on extorting the money from him. The train
driver simply refuses to move the train without being paid, and the uber-conductor has to have his reward too.
Malakhin is so distressed as to file a written complaint to the police, still he throws his money around, even on the
occasions when this does not seem necessary. Four days later, after having bribed his way to the capital, he sells his
starved-out animals, loses a great deal of money but is greatly relieved to see his totally meaningless mission
completed. (Paraphrased from Wikipedial

In English here:
https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-
chekhov/short-story/the-cattle-
dealers/#google_vignette



https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/the-cattle-dealers/#google_vignette

Furthermore, Gatrell explores the role of excessive monetary issuance and its impact on inflation, which

undermined confidence in the economy.

Gatrell makes a unique contribution by analysing the economic and social consequences of mass population
movements, which added to the strain on the economy.

Source: P. Berlin "War and economic life" (1915)

«The role of the abundance of paper money as a factor in the
rise in the price of foodstuffs and all commodities in general is difficult
to measure and to express precisely. There is no doubt that as a result
of the extensive printing of money, the purchasing power of the
rouble was weakened. The international market was clearly and
strongly affected».

«The printing of paper money was widely resorted to. Before the
war, gold collateral had reached a high degree, almost completely
covering credit notes.

By the time of the declaration of war there were 1.860 million
roubles worth of credit notes in circulation. On 1 January 1915 they
were already worth 3,031 million roubles; on 1 June of the current
year they were worth 3,477 million roubles, and on 16 June they were
worth 3,583 million roubles.

Finally, by 8 October there were 4,990.8 million rubles worth of
credit notes in circulation».



"Towards the Flame: Empire, War and the End of Tsarist
Russia” by Dominic Lieven

Lieven notes that Russia played an important role in the world economy as an exporter of grain, timber, and

other commodities. World War | disrupted foreign trade (including grain exports), which was a severe blow to
the Russian economy. Unlike Britain and Germany, Russia was not ready for such changes in the economic

system.

«A well-known phrase of the Minister of Finance

Vyshnegradsky, who briefly formulated the financial
programme — not to eat, but to export. And indeed our
export was based on malnutritiony.

Source: P. Berlin "War and economic lite" {1915)




A Historiographical Controversy:
Russian Historiography

«Negativistic» approach «Positivisticy approach
Russia was still ‘forever’ lagging behind the The Great Reforms gave the country a powerful
advanced powers, the position of the population impetus for successful development, greatly enhanced
was continuously deteriorating, its discontent was later by the “Witte-Stolypin modernisation” and the
growing, and the First World War was only the adoption of a constitution in 1905. This does not mean
final push in the natural process of the Empire's that Russia was a country without complex problems
collapse; it is not clear, however, why in 1913 it (there are no such countries in history), but these
was confidently among the five leading countries problems were not fundamentally unsolvable. The
in many of the important indicators of economic notorious ‘20 years of peace, both external and internal’
development. were required for the large-scale realisation of the
potential of modernisation. However, the First World
War and the difficulties caused by it were the main
reason for the Russian Revolution of 1917.
This view is based on the fact that defeat in a
total war is in itself a sufficient reason for revolution
and cannot serve as a criterion for the success or

failure of the previous modernisation of the country.



23 February (10 February), 1916

The low price of the rouble, the high price of necessities — this is the cause of general
discontent. Since this discontent must be objectified, the object of it is, of course, the government,
even the Tsar. Nobody wants to realise that any government is as powerless against the natural
phenomena of the world market, the world economy, as it is against the natural phenomena of nature.
The general cry is "Crucity him! Crucity him!’; in this cry there is only a blind sense of irritation and as little
consciousness and reason as there was before Pilate. The crowd can feel collectively, but cannot reason.

The Diary of Mikhail Bogoslovsky

Source: ‘Prozhito’ (digital archive of personal documents from private
collections), https://corpus.prozhito.org/person/16

23 despans (10 pespans), 1916

Huskaa ueHa pybns, BbICOKME UEHbl HA MPEAMETbl HEeODXOAMMOCTM — BOT M MNPMYMHA OBLLEro
HELOBOMbCTBA. 1AK KAK 3TO HEAOBOMbCTBO HAOAO OOBLEKTMBMPOBATb, TO OOBEKT €ro, KOHEYHO,
NPABMTENBLCTBO, AAXE LAPb. HUKTO HE XOYEeT MOHATL, YTO MPOTMB CTUXMMHBIX ABIEHUK MUPOBOTO PLIHKA,
MUPOBOM 3KOHOMMKM BCAKOE MPABMTENBCTBO TAK X€ OECCUMNbHO, KAK MPOTUB CTUXMUHBLIX SABIEHMIA B
npupoge. Obwmi sBonnb «PacnHu!l PacnHu erol»; B 3ToM BOMne Tonbko cnenoe 4yBCTBO PA3APAXEHUS U
CTOMb XE& MQJIO CO3HAHMSA WM PA3yma, Kak u Toraa nepen [Nunatom. Tonna KONNeKTMBHO 4yBCTBOBATH

MOXET, A PACCY>XXOATb — HET.
IHeBHnk Muxamnna borocnosckoro

Nctounmk: "Tpoxuto” (uMdbpoBOt APXMB NMUYHBIX AOKYMEHTOB M3 YACTHbIX
cobpanmi), https://corpus.prozhito.org/person/16



https://corpus.prozhito.org/person/16
https://corpus.prozhito.org/person/16

Why is it important? Where did it lead?
What next?

« Great attention to the topic of (not only) economic modernisation of the country, which ended with
the First World War and the Revolution of 1917

* Increased complexity of the perception of the economic situation of the late Russian Empire
* New research proving that things were much difterent than we had previously thought

* Emergence of new concepts in both Russian and foreign historiography

PROPERTY AND THE QUEST FOR THE
COMMON GOOD IN IMPERIAL RUSSIA

EKATERINA PRAVILOVA
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Thank you tor your attention!




